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Introduction
Paul’s argument in Rom 8:1-4 combines two important themes
within Romans: righteousness and law. Scholars have disputed the meaning
of both these terms in 8:1-4 and consequently the interpretive history is
replete with attempts at elucidating Paul’s statement
. Some scholars identify a two-fold distinction to the
1
term
in 8:4. Others assume a single referent for
in 8:4.2 This
illuminate Paul’s usage of these terms
In this paper, I will demonstrate, through a survey of the recent
history of interpretation, that a distinction between the uses of
fails
reading of “law” supports an unfolding theme within Romans, that of
obedience.3 In light of the unsatisfactory reading of a dual use of
in 8:1-4, I propose that three issues have been neglected in regards to the
understanding of Rom 8:1-4: (1) the rhetorical features of 8:1-4 and the
in v. 4.
Two Modern Interpretive Strategies
of
in 8:2, whether both refer to the Mosaic law or to a “rule” or
“principle.” The majority view the “law of the spirit of life” and the “law
of sin and death” not as a singular reference to the Mosaic law, but as a
“word-play” by Paul on the term
and denoting a “rule” or “principle.”
However, a growing majority understand the twofold use of
in 8:2
as referring singularly to the Mosaic law. Here the law is functioning under
two different domains, the domain of the “Spirit and life” and the domain

View One: Two Laws in Rom 8:2
Two early modern commentators, William Sanday and Arthur
Headlam affected generations of scholars by identifying both uses of “law”
in 8:2 as “authority.” In their ICC commentary on Romans they argued that,
whether
is governed by
each refers to a
different “authority producing regulated action such as would be produced
by a code” basing this explanation on the genitive as expressive.4 This
sense of
as a guiding principle or rule is adopted by most of the
commentators in this group.5 Udo Schnelle remarks that,
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By no means can
be understood as a consistent
quantity with the same meaning in each case, for
the verb
clearly expresses that the one
liberates one from the other.
must here be
translated with the “rule/norm” or “principle”… which
means that in 8:2
does not refer to the Sinai Torah.6
One of the primary arguments to interpreting the uses of
in 8:2 as a “rule” or “principle” is the grammatical construction of the two
clause of 8:2, the phrase
is understood as an epexegetic
genitive and the second portion
is understood either as qualitative
or objective genitive, the entire phrase then reading, “the law which consists
in the Spirit leading to/of life.”7
is understood as genitive of origin and the second portion
is
understood as qualitative genitive, the phrase then reading, “the law brought
about by sin and leading to death.”8 Taken in this way, the argument is that
these are contrasting laws, such that, “here Paul does indeed speak of two
laws, not one law seen from two perspectives.”9
Here is where problems arise: Why has a shift in genitival use
taken place in the second parallel clause of 8:2? Brendan Byrne and others
opt to take the genitive phrase
as a genitive of origin, when
one immediate clause earlier, the similar clause is taken as an epexegetic
genitive.10 What causes this grammatical shift to take place within such a
small portion of the text? Even if one does agree with the argument, there
is far more coherence to treat syntactically paralleled clauses with the
same grammatical categories. That they are related is clearly indicated by
numerous factors: (1) the
linking the two clauses; (2) the use of
; (3)
and the contrasting pair of nouns
and
. There should be
a consonance in genitival function. Interestingly, if the same grammatical
categories are applied to each section of the clause that is as epexegetic
genitives, then 8:2a would read, “the law under sin.” That is the sphere of
sin, which in turn would work against the argument thus put forward.
It is simply far more likely that the genitives should be taken in
a consistent manner with the parallel clause as genitives of possession. So
that, the two occurrences of law that are mentioned are those which belong
to the domain of the Spirit and life and the domain of sin and death. This,
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however, still does not answer the question of whether there are two laws
or two occurrences of law with a singular referent of Torah.11
View Two: Mosaic Law in Rom 8:2
Eduard Lohse
the Spirit of Life” set out an alternative approach.12 Lohse challenged the ideas
of dual “laws” in 8:2 and argued that
in ch. 8 was “unambiguously
the Old Testament law.”13 Lohse’s advice on Paul and the law is also helpful:
“Die Frage, was Paulus unter dem
versteht, ist
mithin nach wie vor strittig. Sie kann nur beantwortet werden, wenn Röm
8:2 in den Zusammenhang mit der Auslegung des Gesetzes gerückt wird,
wie sie in ihrer grundsätzlichen Bedeutung von Paulus entfaltet wird.”14
Lohse’s insight into 8:2 sparked others, such as E.P. Sanders to question,
“whether or not Paul made de facto distinctions between the law which
Christians obey and the Mosaic law. The present point is that he made
no generalizing or theoretical distinction.”15 If it could be shown that Paul
did not distinguish between law(s), then the interpretation of 8:1-4, and
should be made between Paul’s use of
in 8:2.16
Another important contribution was that of James Dunn and his
emphasis on the eschatological framework of Rom 8. As Dunn as points out,
it is important to remember that the phrase “law of the spirit of life” operates
from within the new domain of Christ as introduced in 8:1. The reference
to the “law of sin and death” in 8:2 looks back to previous references in ch.
7, which operate within the Adamic state of being. The introduction of “the
law of the spirit of life” in ch. 8 should indicate that, “The law of the Spirit
is the eschatological law (cf. Jer 31:31-34; Ezek 36:26-27).”17 This brings
There are not two contrasting laws in operation in 8:2, rather there is the
Mosaic law viewed from different eschatological viewpoints.18 This theme
is neither new or novel, but in fact replicates the situation described in Jer
31:31-34. This interpretation is also aided by Paul’s use of
in 8:1
which also sets the chapter in an eschatological tone.
The strength of the second view is that the interpretation holds
in 8:2. This is not to say that
Paul could not speak of a “rule” or “principle” but that if he wanted to do
so, other ways were at his disposal. As it stands, in light of Paul’s overall
use of
in his letters, it is more likely that a singular reference to the
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Mosaic law is intended in 8:2. This combined with the eschatological thrust
of the section adds to the support. Lastly, in light of 8:4, caution should be
exercised in wandering away from
as a reference to the Mosaic law,
as it is precisely this
the Spirit.” Dunn rightly concludes on the entire section that, “In all this
of its just requirement remains the goal of those who walk “according to
the Spirit” (8:4).”19 It is the second view that brings the seemingly disparate
more support can be garnered from the following issues; the rhetorical
strategy at work through Paul’s use of elaboration on a theme in 8:1-4 and
the use of
in 8:4.
The Rhetoric of Rom 8:1-4
Romans 8:1 is the beginning of a new proof for Paul. This is clearly
indicated by the marked distinction of forms between chapters 7 and 8. In
ch. 8 there is no more diatribe or impersonation. In ch. 8, Paul sets out
to positively describe those who are “in Christ” and live in the life of the
Spirit and the section ends on a triumphal note in 8:37-39. Romans 8:1-4
is closely related to the propositio of 1:16-17 as both sections dwell on
the twin themes of “righteousness” and “life.” Furthermore, the “salvation
to everyone who believes” in 1:16 is now manifest in that, “there is no
condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (8:1).
One of the most important elements of rhetoric was style.20
The style consisted of both individual words and clauses. One important
aspect was diaphoria in which repeated instances of the same word, build
21
In Paul’s argument, the
diaphoria occurs with the word
, which occurs four times in 8:1-4.
In each recurrence of
relationship between the two instances of
indicates the comparison
of the law under two domains and highlights the power of the Spirit to free
the law from “sin and death.” Rom 8:3 complements the statement in 8:2 by
reinstating the inadequacy of the law under the domain of “sin and death.”
that was freed
One element of style present in Paul’s argument is that of the theme
of distinction. In book four of the Rhetorica Ad Herrenium, in a discussion
on style and how to confer “distinction” within style, the author discusses
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Within this theme, the author states

Accumulation, “occurs when the points scattered throughout the whole
cause are collected in one place so as to make the speech more impressive
or sharp or accusatory.”23
“consists in dwelling on the same topic and yet seeming to say something
ever new. It is accomplished in two ways: by merely repeating the same
,
idea, or by descanting upon it.”24 Under the descant, is the
whereby, “after having expressed the theme simply, we can subjoin the
Reason, and then express the theme in another form, with or without the
Reasons; next we can present the Contrary… then a Comparison and
25

found throughout a rhetorical speech.26 Five out of the seven features of an
are present in Paul’s argument in Rom 8:1-4 and can be seen
in the table below:

Theme

Rhet. Her. 4.56-57

1) Theme
expressed

Rom 8:1 There is therefore now no condemnation
for those who are in Christ Jesus.

2) Reason added

Rom 8:2 For the law of the life-giving Spirit in
Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin
and death.

3) Theme is
expressed in new
form with or
without reasons

Not included, but it is a redundant aspect of the
form.

4) Argument
from the contrary

Rom 8:3a For God achieved what the law could
not do because it was weakened through the

5) Argument by
comparison

Rom 8:3 By sending his own Son in the likeness

6) Argument from Rom 8:3 By sending his own Son in the likeness
example
7) Conclusion

Rom 8:4 so that the righteous requirement of
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Several insights can be made into Paul’s argument with these
categories. First, the argument from the contrary is useful in that it, “forcibly
proves what the speaker needs to prove; and from a statement which is not
open to question it draws a thought which is in question, in such a way
that the inference cannot be refuted, or can be refuted only with much the
27
Paul clearly emphasizes the inability of the law, under
Second, the argument from the example is important as,

8:3 with the example of God “sending his son” an activity done in time
past. Third, the conclusion comes at an important place which is “after
the strongest argument.”28 This is appropriate in ch. 8 as Paul is at the end
of his strongest argument which is typically saved for last. This is further
supported grammatically by the i3na clause indicating a purpose or result
to the previous statements.
The only sections that appear to be missing are part three, where
the theme is expressed in a new form with or without reasons. This point is
the argument by comparison, also appears to be missing, although Paul’s
use of the word
part is accepted, Paul has used six out of the seven parts of an
and lends further weight to the rhetorical features present in Rom 8:1-4.
The contribution these rhetorical features make to the previous
argument is the need for a consistent use of the term
in 8:1-4.
Primarily, diaphoria is the repeated instances of the same word, but with

the conclusion is based upon the theme and reason added. To maintain a
of
must be used throughout. Paul draws his conclusion in 8:4 about
“the law” based upon his reason in 8:2. It has also not been noticed, that
in Paul’s conclusion in 8:4, he only uses
once. It appears to me that
if Paul had meant two different laws in 8:2, he would have needed to have
an explanatory phrase in 8:4 suggesting what happens to the “law of sin
and death.” To the extent of saying that, “the law of sin and death has been
done away with.” Given these rhetorical features in place, we can now turn
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to another crucial element in 8:4 that impacts on the use of
section the meaning of
in 8:4.

in this

In Romans
twice in the singular and three times in the plural form. The most pertinent
occurrences for this discussion are the instances in 1:32, 2:26, and 8:4.29
abhorrent Gentile behavior, where Paul notes that the Gentiles
yet praise those who do not practice it. In ch. 1,
appears to represent a moral or behavioral aspect of God’s law and stands
in contrast to the practice of the behaviors in 1:18-32 and results in a decree
of death. In the immediate preceding section of 1:29-31, Paul provides a
vice list of immoral behaviors of Gentiles that stands under the “wrath of
God” of 1:18. Within the context, Paul is arguing against “unrighteous”
ways of living that stand in rebellion to God. God’s
appears as
the contrasting term to the list of behaviors Paul just described in 1:29-31
and the verdict on those “ways” is death. Paul’s use of
typical usage found within the LXX, that of a statute or law that stands in
relationship to God’s command.30 From the viewpoint of chs. 5–8, the list
of behaviors Paul describes in 1:18-32 fall under the Adamic state of being
this instance is not found in direct relationship to
the usage in 8:4, where Paul refers to a single aspect of God’s law without
further explanation.
The second usage of
appears in Rom 2:26, where it
of the LXX, where
in the plural form represents one aspect of
God’s law. In 2:26, it is Gentiles who are “keeping” the
. If the position that 2:14-26 represents a group of Christian Gentiles
is correct, then 8:4 nicely complements Paul’s statement.31 That is, Christian
Gentiles, those who have the Spirit, are the premiere example of the “us”
and the “who” of Rom 8:4 (
).
appears in Romans 8:4 which is the
focus of this paper. In 8:4, like in 1:32, Paul refers to
, this time
with the law. Rom 1:32 appears to be the inverse parallel of the usage
in 8:4. Those who “walk according the Spirit” have the
of God
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32 resulting in the description of immoral behaviors in 1:29-31. It could
then be surmised that when Paul refers to the
in 8:4,
he is referring to the realm of moral behavior as described in the law that

in Rom suggest that Paul is deeply in line with the LXX tradition.
This is supported by several other terms Paul frequently uses to speak of the
Mosaic law, such as “words,” “commandments,” and “decrees.”
One note should be made in retrospect. In Rom 2, Paul twice
mentions a group (Gentiles/ Uncircumcised) who “do the law” (2:14) and
“keep the requirements of the law” (2:26). From the viewpoint of ch. 8 and
mentioned in ch. 2 would now clearly be the “us” of 8:4 who have had the
are clearly those that are “in Christ
for ch. 2 could not be clearer, the Gentiles in view are Christian Gentiles.
unfolding theme within Romans, that of obedience.
The most important insight that resulted from this word study
is the relationship between Rom 1:32 and Rom 8:4 and the positive and
negative responses to God’s
. From this research,
in Rom
8:4 should be taken as the behavior that corresponds to God’s righteousness
as found in the law. In other words, the life that the law sets out. From 8:4
onward, this is the life that is characterized by those who “walk according
to the Spirit” and thus their lives correspond to God’s intent in the law. The
opposition to the litany of descriptions found in 1:29-31. Therefore, they
respond in obedience rather than rebellion to God’s decree.
In conclusion, perhaps there is no difference for Paul between
the
(Rom 1:32),
(Rom 2:15),
(Rom 2:26),
(Rom 2:27),
(Rom 3:2),
(Rom 8:4). All these occurrences refer
to the same semantic category, namely God’s law. This however, does not
mean that Paul cannot stress certain aspects of the law, such as, the penal
character in 1:32 or the positive aspects in 2:14-15, 26, and 8:4. Pressing
a great distinction between these categories or terms may be to distinguish
farther than Paul himself may have differentiated.
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Conclusion
In this paper, a central and traditional interpretation has failed to
the uses of

fails to bring clarity to Paul’s argument in Rom 8:1-4.

Romans, that of obedience. In light of the unsatisfactory reading of a dual
use of
in 8:1-4, I proposed several issues that have been neglected in
regards to the understanding of Rom 8:1-4. First, the rhetorical features of
use of the term
for the rhetoric to “work.” Second, the meaning of
in v. 4 refers to the realm of moral behavior as described in the law.
From these arguments, a consistent use of
is critical to understanding

micro-argumentation of Rom 8:1–4 and how Paul sees the Spirit guiding his
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30:17; 31:21; 35:29; 36:13; Deut 4:1, 5–6, 8, 14, 40, 45; 5:1, 31; 6:1–2,
4, 17, 20, 24; 7:11–12; 8:11; 10:13; 11:1; 17:19; 26:16–17; 27:10; 28:45;
30:10, 16; 33:10; 1 Sam 30:25; 2 Sam 19:28; 22:23; 1 Kgs 2:3; 2 Kgs 17:13,
19, 34, 37; 23:3; 2 Chr 19:10; Ps 18:22; 19:8; 50:16; 89:31; 105:45; 119:5,
8, 12, 16, 23–24, 26–27, 33, 48, 54, 56, 64, 68, 71, 80, 83, 93–94, 112,
117–118, 124,135, 141, 145, 155, 171; 147:19; Job 34:27; Mic 6:16; Mal
4:4; Jer 18:19; Ezek 5:6–7; 11:20; 18:9; 20:11, 13, 16, 18–19, 21, 24–25;
36:27; 43:11; 44:24.
31
Romans, 1:156; Achtemeier, Romans, 43-45;
Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1993), 45 n.28; N.T. Wright, “The Law in Romans
2,” in Paul and the Mosaic Law (ed. James D. G. Dunn; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2001), 146; Jewett, Romans, 93; Francis Watson, Paul, Judaism,
and the Gentiles: Beyond the New Perspective (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2007), 215. Contra Jurgen Becker, Paul: Apostle to the Gentiles (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 1993), 86; Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1998), 121-3; Stephen Westerholm, Perspectives Old and
New on Paul: The ‘Lutheran’ Paul and His Critics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2004), 270 n.22; Byrne, Romans, 91; Keener, Romans, 43-46.
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